Push to bolster women's careers  by Williams, Nigel
Magazine
R1
Many women believe their
research careers progress less
well than those of men, as in many
other occupations. But what has
often been lacking is the evidence
to back up their perceptions. The
European Union has therefore
backed efforts to gather data from
member states that can provide
useful comparisons between
countries about the state of
female researchers. Other studies
are gathering opinions which can
be compared with the statistical
data in an effort to provide key
information for future policy
decisions.
Europe offers particular potential
for analysis of women’s careers
because women’s representation at
different levels of a research career
and in different fields varies widely
between member states. Since
1999 the so-called Helsinki group of
civil servants and gender experts
from member states and 17 other
countries that are involved in the
union’s Framework Programme of
research funding have been
gathering statistics on women’s
employment in research careers in
a way that allows useful
comparisons across states,
sectors, and seniority.
Each country in the Helsinki
group has nominated a statistical
correspondent who reports the
results of various national surveys
to the European Commission.
These statistics are mostly drawn
from from national research and
development surveys, but also
include data on the gender
composition of scientific boards
and the applicants for — and
beneficiaries of — research
funding. The latest set of
statistics, ‘She Figures’, has just
been published and adds further
clout to the argument that in many
research environments, women
get a raw deal.
This is particularly so as they
are a growing proportion of the
research workforce. In 2001,
women made up 34 per cent of
those working in research in the
public sector. This is only a slight
increase from the 1999 figure of
32 per cent, but the growth rate
for women was more than double
that for men; 8 per cent compared
to 3.1 per cent. The results reveal
strong gender patterns with
women under-represented in
engineering and natural sciences.
The contribution by women to
scientific decision-making is illus-
trated by representation on scien-
tific boards at academies and
universities. With the exception of
Portugal, women accounted for
less than 50 per cent of board
members in 2001 in all EU member
states and associated countries.
The figure was lower than 15 per
cent in Belgium, Germany, Luxem-
bourg, Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus,
the Czech Republic and Estonia.
Data on the distribution of
research funds reveal that male
applicants are consistently slightly
more successful than female app-
licants. The exceptions to the rule
were Denmark, Ireland, the Nether-
lands, Finland, Cyprus and Iceland,
while women have the lowest
funding success rates in the UK. 
Jo Turner, a laboratory scientist
at the pharmaceutical company
Pfizer in the UK, has written that
universities create far more
barriers for women scientists than
industry. She started her career in
academia, working as part of an
ecology research group linked to
Kent University. But after a five-
year career break to raise her
family, she found she was in effect
shut out. “I just couldn’t get back
in.” She retrained in molecular
biology but found that going into a
new area she had to start at the
bottom. She believes that women
need a boost after a career break.
“There should be some sort of
network, even if it is just a phone
call from someone telling you that
you can do it,” she says.
The figures tracing the progress
of academic research careers
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Push to bolster women’s careers
One of the biggest obstacles to women’s research careers is ignorance
about their status compared with men. New efforts in Europe are
hoping to gather the vital statistics and opinions needed to inform
policy. Nigel Williams reports.
Research gender: New efforts by the European Union to gather comparable statistics
on the numbers and status of women researchers reveal big differences between
sectors and states on the proportion of women employed.
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clearly show when women start to
fall behind in Europe. Although
female doctoral graduates hold
their own in terms of
assistantships, they fall behind
when it comes to assistant
professors and, finally, hold just
11.6 per cent of full
professorships. It is in Finnish
universities that women are most
numerous – 18 per cent of
professors are women.
Although just under a third of
public researchers in the EU are
women, in four member states –
Portugal, Ireland, Greece and
Finland – the total is 40 per cent
or more. It seems that women are
better represented in countries
where scientific professions are
less developed and where the
institutions are relatively new so
that research traditions run less
deep. This is also borne out by
industrial research, where women
represent an average of between
18 per cent and 24 per cent of
researchers falling to less than 10
per cent in a country with an
advanced technical tradition such
as Germany.
As with the recent growth in the
number of female researchers in
the public sector, the number of
university degrees in science and
engineering subjects awarded to
female students grew from 25 per
cent to 30 per cent in the EU in
the late 1990s. In 2000, about 40
per cent of doctoral degrees were
won by women: 50 per cent in the
life sciences, 30 per cent in
maths, 27 per cent in physics, 20
per cent in engineering and 19 per
cent in computer science. Women
seem to be increasingly turning to
science although many
researchers are all too familiar
with the problems they face.
Flaminia Sacca, head of research
at Rome’s La Sapienza University,
says that “the bosses tend to see
male researchers as being more
professional. It is when they need
help with non-scientific and more
administrative-style activities that
they turn to women researchers,”
she says.
The Athena Project, a UK
initiative to advance the role of
women in academic science,
questioned more than 2,000
scientists and engineers of both
sexes in universities. The survey
found women sat on fewer
committees and held fewer
positions of authority. Almost 40
per cent of respondents had all-
male interview panels for their
current posts. And men were
significantly more likely than
women to have been promoted to
a senior lecturer or reader position
without having gone through an
official application process. But
the survey did not suggest a lack
of women’s ambition: across all
academic grades, a higher
proportion of women than men
wanted to move into senior
management. Thirty per cent of
women taking a career break
experienced difficulties returning
to work. Contact with the
department, flexible working
hours and childcare were most
frequently cited as helping the
transition back to work.
The results highlighted a strong
sense of injustice among female
scientists. Almost half of all female
respondents said women were
disadvantaged in terms of
promotion, and 39 per cent felt
they were more likely to be paid
less and given less access to
career development. Male
scientists did not agree with these
perceptions. Only 10 per cent felt
female scientists were at a
financial disadvantage and 16 per
cent felt their promotional
prospects were unequal. In the
face of these perceptions more
statistics and hard data can only
be a good thing for women and
policymakers seeking to address
the gender inequalities.
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Hands on: Although women comprise a large proportion of science graduates, their
careers progress less well than for men. New statistics are hoped to help address the
issues of career development. (Picture: Science Photo Library.)
